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Abstract 
 
An examination of recent education policy and research demonstrates that the 
development of personal and emotional competence amongst Australian school 
students is a national priority (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005; Lewis & 
Frydenberg, 2002; Reid, 2006). In an attempt to determine whether high-schools are 
indeed supporting the personal and emotional development of young people, the 
present study investigated personal responsibility, emotional intelligence and self-
esteem among a sample of year 11 public (n = 274) and private (n = 124) school 
students. The study found that all participants demonstrated high levels of personal 
responsibility and emotional intelligence, with no significant differences between the 
public and private school.  Public and private school participants significantly differed 
on self-esteem, with private school participants reporting high levels of self-esteem 
(M = 30.36) and public school participants (M = 26.92) reporting moderate levels of 
self-esteem. There is a pervasive perception (in society) that private schools facilitate 
better personal and emotional development outcomes among students than public 
schools. Whilst findings are limited to results obtained from one public and one 
private school, the current study did not find evidence to support that the personal and 
emotional development of students is hindered in a public school environment.  
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As students progress through the years of schooling, their sense of self 
emerges and develops.  The adolescent developmental timeframe in particular is a key 
period in which students grapple with and develop their identity, their emotional 
awareness, their self-esteem, and their desire for greater freedom and personal 
responsibility (Berzonsky, 1992; Erikson, 1968; Gullota, Adams, & Markstrom, 1999; 
Hacker, 1994; Marcia, 1980). Connors (2002) proposes that since schooling is a 
compulsory requirement enforced by government, society should expect that the 
school system is teaching children values, ethics and responsibilities that will see 
them successfully develop and uphold the societal standards expected of them.  
Schools would appear to be an excellent environment in which to strive to enhance 
young peoples’ personal and emotional development.  Throughout their school days 
adolescents will experience a range of situations in which they must choose how to 
respond.  DeNatale and Singleton (1999) commented that assisting young people to 
think critically within the school social environment would encourage students to 
react to these situations in a constructive manner.   
Schools in Australia are guided by a range of policies (e.g., National Safe 
Schools Framework, Student Health and Well-being Curriculum Framework) that 
serve to support and develop the social and emotional experiences of young people. 
Furthermore, a range of programs operates to provide social and emotional support to 
students in various state schools. Key programs include MindMatters, which focuses 
on Mental Health Promotion for secondary schools by addressing the social and 
emotional wellbeing of students, teachers and the wider school community, Bullying 
No Way!, which encourages students to work together to identify and prevent 
bullying, and the beyondblue schools research initiative, which aims to teach 
adolescents life skills and increase resilience. Using these programs and policies as 
guides, schools strive to enhance the social, emotional and psychological experiences 
of their students. 
Beavis (2004) outlined that more Australian parents expect formal education 
to support and nurture their children’s personal and emotional development, and their 
values.  The former Prime Minister John Howard created controversy in 2004 when 
he stated that essential values were not being taught in public schools (Haywood, 
2004). The federal secretary of the Australian Education Union, Mr Rob Durbridge 
(2004), argued that essential values of academic excellence, respect, inclusion, 
responsibility and participation in the community are embedded within the public 
school curriculum.  Many authors have argued that everything that is taught in the 
classroom demonstrates values and beliefs, and the expectation that students work 
collaboratively with others, develop critical thinking skills and take pride in their 
educational achievements demonstrate the commitment of public schools to key 
values (Connors, 2002; Reid, 2006). Further, as result of recent policies of inclusion, 
public education is seen to offer students access to a greater diversity of students than 
private schools (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth 
Affairs (MCEETYA), 2005; Van Kraayenoord, Barnett, Roberts, & Moni, 1999), a 
situation that allows students to learn to work with others despite various differences. 
In this way, students may develop empathy, compassion, trust and a genuine 
connection with other students with markedly differing academic abilities and 
cultural, social and economic backgrounds. This exposure to difference may help 
develop students’ levels of personal and emotional development (Cohen & Sandy, 
2003).  
It appears however that many parents believe that private education provides a 
more holistic approach to education than public schools (Beavis, 2004), and an 
increasing number of parents are choosing to send their children to private schools 
(Denniss, 2004). Meadmore and Meadmore (2004) argue that elite private schools 
advertise their credentials as builders of students’ self-esteem and emotional 
intelligence, appealing to the desire of parents to receive such an education for their 
children. While public schools also work toward developing the whole person, 
including accessing programs that support students social and emotional development, 
they do not advertise for students, and therefore do not necessarily promote the 
breadth of the education they offer. Clearly all schools concern themselves with 
developing the academic potential of their students.  It is reasonable to expect them to 
additionally invest in the personal and emotional development of their students 
(Connors, 2002), and valuable to consider whether perceived differences between the 
sectors in these areas actually exist. 
 
Examining emotional intelligence, personal responsibility and self-esteem 
 
The impact of emotional intelligence on life success has received increasing 
attention in recent years (Goleman, 1995), and Rose and Gallup (1999) contend that 
schools are highly influential in the development of adolescent emotional intelligence.  
Emotional intelligence has been defined as “the ability to perceive accurately, 
appraise, and express emotion; the ability to access and/or generate feelings when 
they facilitate thought; [and] the ability to understand emotion and emotional 
knowledge” (Mayer & Salovey, 1997, p.10). Studies have linked high emotional 
intelligence to greater life satisfaction in adolescents and adults (Ciarrochi, Chan, & 
Caputi, 2000; Mayer, Caruso, & Salovey, 2000; Palmer, Donaldson, & Stough, 2002), 
high academic grades (Downey, Mountstephen, Lloyd, Hansen, & Stough, 2008) and 
less truancy for adolescents (Petrides, Frederickson, & Furnham, 2004). While 
researchers have recently begun to explore the role that emotional intelligence may 
play in academic achievement (Downey et al, 2008; Newsome, Day, & Catano, 2000; 
Parker et al., 2004; Petrides et al., 2004), few studies have explored the level of 
emotional intelligence demonstrated by Australian students across school sectors. 
Another important construct that has received little attention from 
developmental researchers is personal responsibility.  Social commentators have 
turned their focus toward personal responsibility in recent years (Reeves, 2004), 
highlighting the trend in society to refuse accountability for one’s choices and blame 
others for one’s situation (Doherty, 1998).  Mergler (2007) defined personal 
responsibility as “the ability to identify and regulate one’s own thoughts, feelings and 
behaviour, along with a willingness to hold oneself accountable for the choices made 
and the social and personal outcomes generated” (p. 66). A recent study undertaken 
by Mergler and Patton (2007) examined the construct of personal responsibility in the 
lives of adolescents  using focus group discussions.  This study highlighted that while 
adolescents want to make their own choices and desire greater freedom, they are not 
always aware of the responsibility inherent in the choices they make (Mergler & 
Patton, 2007). It may be argued that an awareness of the construct of personal 
responsibility in the lives of adolescents, and the ability to self-regulate thoughts and 
behaviour, may inform why some adolescents make positive life choices and others 
do not (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Guthrie, 1997). Adolescents who are willing to accept the 
consequences of their actions may be more likely to do things that generate positive 
outcomes, and this in turn may lead to increases in self-esteem. 
Self-esteem is widely understood to be the affective response people have to 
their self-concepts, referring to how one feels about oneself, including one’s sense of 
self-worth and self-respect (Rosenberg, 1985).  Self-esteem has been shown to 
correlate positively with academic performance (Freudenthaler, Spinath, & Neubauer, 
2008; Rosenberg, Schooler, & Schoenbach, 1989), and negatively with juvenile 
delinquency and depression (Pelkonen, Marttunen, Kaprio, Huure, & Avo, 2008; 
Phillips & Pittman, 2007) and to protect adolescents from risk factors (Martin, 
Richardson, Bergen, Roeger & Allison, 2005). Due to the positive role that emotional 
intelligence and self-esteem play in the academic and wider life areas of adolescents, 
and the increasing focus on personal responsibility as a variable of importance, it is 
worth examining and comparing these variables within and across the public and 
private school sectors.   
 
Educational differences in schooling systems 
The Australian school community is divided into two main sectors: 
Government schools, those owned by the government and funded entirely by 
taxpayers, and Private schools, those affiliated with the Roman Catholic and 
Protestant churches and funded by government grants and fees paid by parents of 
students who attend (Williams & Carpenter, 1990). Over the previous decade in 
Australia, under the former Howard government, public funding of private schools 
significantly increased, while funding to public schools remained relatively stable 
(Rorris, 2008). This led many to argue that private schools were being supported and 
resourced by public money over and above, and at the expense of, the public school 
system (Durbridge, 2004; Edsall, 2004; Haywood, 2004). The number of children 
attending public schools has been decreasing steadily since 1975 when the number of 
students in public schools reached its peak at nearly 79% (Anderson, 1992).  In 2003, 
68% of school aged children attended government schools while 32% attended private 
schools (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005). Beavis (2004) argued that more 
Australian parents are choosing private education for their children as they believe 
that such education provides sociocultural advantages, (such as association with 
socially dominant groups, better resources and greater life skills) less obtainable in the 
public schools.   
Despite the perception often held by parents that a private school education 
will lead to better academic, social and personal outcomes for their children, most 
studies examining the private and public sectors have tended to focus solely on 
academic outcomes, with varying results (see Anderson, 1990; Graetz, 1990; Lamb, 
1994; Williams & Carpenter, 1990). The literature exploring non-academic 
differences between public and private schools is extremely limited.  A study by Watt 
(2003) examined emotional adjustment in 13 000 American public and private school 
students in Grades 7 to 12.  Level of emotional adjustment was measured using self-
report questionnaires examining depression, suicidality, and violent dispositions, with 
lower levels of depression, no suicide attempts in the past year, and no threats to use a 
weapon in the last year indicating higher levels of emotional adjustment.  Using these 
criteria and controlling for background factors of the participant pool, Watt found 
similar levels of emotional adjustment for students in private and public schools.   
Within an Australian context, Lamb (1994) explored students’ attitudes to the 
value of schooling. Utilising 729 Year 10 students in public and private schools in 
Melbourne, attitudes to school were measured on three broad dimensions being what 
students perceive as the purpose and value of schooling, how students perceive the 
social system of their school and student attitudes toward teachers.  While students in 
private schools perceived more purpose and value to schooling and had a more 
positive perception of the social system of their school than did students in public 
schools, they did not demonstrate a more positive attitude toward teachers than those 
in public schools.  These findings held even after controlling for the background 
factors of the participants.  Lamb’s results demonstrate that students in private 
schools, irrespective of their background, are more likely to display a personal 
attachment to the value of schoolwork and to have a positive image of school.  As 
Lamb’s research is now over a decade old, it would be valuable to investigate this 
area of research again, and to include schools from across Australia. 
The role of schools in recent times has moved away from a strictly academic 
focus to include aiding young people with their social, emotional and personal 
development (Cohen & Sandy, 2003).  This has occurred due to a growing awareness 
among educators that the outcomes students generate are likely to be impacted by 
their level of personal and emotional development (Glasser, 1998).  As parents expect 
formal education to provide their children with more than simply academic outcomes, 
it is valuable to consider the level of personal and emotional development that 
students in high schools are exhibiting.  Additionally, as more parents are choosing to 
send their children to private schools due to a growing perception that such schools 
offer greater opportunities for such development to occur (Denniss, 2004), it is 
valuable to determine whether the sociocultural advantages often attributed to private 
schools actually exist.   
The current study seeks to examine the levels of emotional intelligence, 
personal responsibility and self-esteem exhibited by Year 11 students at one private 
and one public high school. Adolescents in Year 11 were chosen as students at this 
age tend to desire greater freedom from parents and guardians.  As these adolescents 
begin to make their way in the world, they are choosing who they will become and 
what they will believe. It is therefore interesting and valuable to uncover the level of 
emotional intelligence, personal responsibility and self-esteem exhibited by this age 
group, and to determine whether potential differences on these variables exist between 
those who attend public and private schools. In an attempt to control for the socio-
economic background of participants, the schools were selected due to the close 
proximity to each other and similarity of socio-economic status of the student bodies, 
as indicated by data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001).  
 
Method 
Participants 
Participants were 274 (F = 134, M = 140) year 11 students from one public (F 
= 83, M = 67; N = 150) and one private (F = 51, M = 73; N = 124) high school in the 
southeastern part of Queensland, Australia. All participants were aged between 15-18 
years of age (M = 15.73, SD = .67). The schools were suburban and based in a 
medium-sized city.  In order to determine the socioeconomic status of participants, the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Socio-Economic Index for Area (2001) was 
consulted.  This index provides a continuum (1-10) of advantage and disadvantage of 
suburbs based on socioeconomic status, with low values indicating areas of 
disadvantage and high values indicating areas of advantage.  The public and private 
high schools used in this study had a ranking of 8, showing them to be in areas of high 
socioeconomic advantage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001).   
Measures  
Self-esteem. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) is a 10-item 
questionnaire that provides a global measure of self worth.  The questionnaire utilises 
a Likert scale for measurement with 1 being strongly agree and 4 being strongly 
disagree.  Participants are asked to circle the response that appears true of them most 
of the time.  Example items include, ‘I feel that I have a number of good qualities’ 
and ‘At times I think I am no good at all’.  Scores on this measure can range from 10 
to 40, with higher scores indicating higher levels of self-esteem and lower scores 
indicating lower levels of self-esteem.  This scale has been found to have good 
reliability with a Cronbach’s alpha of .86 (Ciarrochi et al., 2001) and one-week test-
retest reliability of .82 (Fleming & Courtney, 1984). The scale has been shown to 
have good construct validity (Fleming & Courtney, 1984; Rosenberg, 1965; Stumpf & 
Parker, 2000), and has been used extensively with adolescent populations. 
 
Emotional intelligence.  The Emotional Intelligence Scale (Schutte et al., 
1998) is a 33-item questionnaire designed to measure an individual’s current level of 
emotional intelligence by assessing their ability to monitor and discriminate among 
one’s own and others’ emotions.  Participants rate how appropriate each statement is 
to them on a four-point scale with 1 being strongly disagree to 4 being strongly agree.  
Example items include, ‘Emotions are one of the things that make my life worth 
living’ and ‘I am aware of my emotions as I experience them’.  Scores on this measure 
can range from 33 to 132, with higher scores indicating higher levels of emotional 
intelligence and lower scores indicating lower levels of emotional intelligence.  
Internal consistency for this measure has been reported at α = .90 (Schutte et al., 
1998).  With regard to convergent validity, Schutte et al. (1998) reported that the 
emotional intelligence scale was positively correlated with the positive subscales of 
the Trait-Meta Mood Scale, such as attention, clarity and mood repair, and negatively 
related to pessimism, as measured by the pessimism scale of the Life Orientation Test, 
depression, as measured by the Zung Depression scale, and impulsivity, as measured 
by the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale.  Research by Ciarrochi, Chan and Bajgar (2001) 
has demonstrated that the Emotional Intelligence Scale is appropriate for use with 
adolescents.   
Personal responsibility.  The Personal Responsibility questionnaire (Mergler, 
2007) is a 30-item questionnaire that measures aspects of personal responsibility.  The 
questionnaire utilises a Likert scale for measurement with 1 being strongly disagree 
and 4 being strongly agree.  Participants are asked to circle the response that appears 
true of them most of the time.  Example items include, ‘I choose how to respond in 
situations’ and ‘Sometimes people make me so mad that I can’t control my 
behaviour’.  Psychometric analyses undertaken by Mergler (2007) have shown the 
Personal Responsibility Questionnaire to consist of two factors, each with robust 
internal consistency (factor 1 “Self control of emotion and thoughts” α = .87, i = 17, 
factor 2 “Self control of behaviour” α = .79, i = 13).  Scores on factor 1 can range 
from 17 to 68, and on factor 2 from 13 to 52, with higher scores indicating higher 
levels of each factor.  For the purposes of the present study the factors will be referred 
to as subscales. 
Procedure 
At the public high school the students completed all questionnaires during a 
form class.  The class teacher, who had been provided with instructions regarding the 
protocol, administered the questionnaires. All teachers were provided with a script to 
ensure conformity of delivery.  At the private high school the students completed all 
questionnaires in one group with the main researcher administering the 
questionnaires.  At both schools appropriate ethical procedures were followed. 
 
Results 
Summary statistics 
Table 1 depicts the total sample mean scores for the scales Self-Esteem, and 
Emotional Intelligence, and the Personal Responsibility subscales – Self Control of 
Emotions and Thoughts, and Self Control of Behaviour and the strength of 
correlations between these variables.   
Insert Table 1 here 
Overall, participants reported moderately high self-esteem, moderately high 
emotional intelligence and moderately high self control of emotions and thoughts and 
moderate self control of behaviour. A moderate positive relationship was found 
between self-esteem and emotional intelligence, self control of emotions and thoughts 
and self control of behaviour. A strong positive relationship was found between 
emotional intelligence and self control of emotions. As self control of emotions and 
thoughts examines an emotional component, this strong correlation was expected.   A 
weak positive relationship was found between emotional intelligence and self control 
of behaviour. The two factors comprising personal responsibility were moderately 
positively correlated. 
Differences in self-esteem, emotional intelligence and personal responsibility based 
on gender and schooling system 
  A one-way between-groups MANOVA was performed to assess the effects of 
gender (male and female) and school differences (private and public) on Self-Esteem, 
Emotional Intelligence and Personal Responsibility (Self Control of Emotions and 
Thoughts and Self Control of Behaviour). Preliminary assumption testing was 
conducted to check for normality, linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers, with 
no serious violations noted.  Box’s M test of equality of variance-covariance was 
significant at an alpha level of .005. Levene’s test of equality of error variances was 
also significant for the variable Self-Esteem and therefore a Bonferroni correction was 
performed (.05/4) and a more conservative alpha level (0.0125) was used when 
considering the results. 
Insert Table 2 here 
  For the combined dependent variables, a statistically significant difference was 
found for gender F(4, 267) = 3.31, p < .0125, Wilks’ Lambda = .95, partial eta 
squared = .047  and schooling F(4, 267) = 13.93, p < .001, Wilks’ Lambda = .83, 
partial eta squared = .173.  However, when the results for the dependent variables 
were considered separately, the variables that reached statistical significance, using a 
Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .0125 were Self-Esteem, F(1, 273) = 33.19, p < 
.001, partial eta squared = .109, and Self Control of Behaviours, F(1, 273) = 7.70, p = 
.01, partial eta squared = .028 for school type only. Table 2 demonstrates the marginal 
mean scores for Self-Esteem using a 95% confidence interval level indicating that 
participants from private schools reported significantly higher levels of Self-Esteem 
(M = 30.36) than those from public schools (M = 26.91). For the variable Self Control 
of Behaviour, examination of the marginal mean scores using a 95% confidence 
interval level revealed that although participants from private schools reported slightly 
higher levels of Self Control of Behaviour (M = 35.03) than those from public schools 
(M = 33.17), the differences were negligible. 
 
Discussion 
The idea that formal education should develop personal and emotional 
awareness in adolescents has become increasingly popular in recent times (Connors, 
2002).  Linked with this idea, many parents are choosing to send their children to 
private schools, under the assumption that private education offers superior outcomes 
for students in these areas (Beavis, 2004). Despite this interest in the personal and 
emotional development of students, few studies have examined outcomes in high 
schools, and across sectors, in these areas.  The current study sought to redress this by 
examining levels of emotional intelligence, self-esteem and personal responsibility in 
Year 11 students, and exploring potential differences in these areas across one public 
and one private high school.   
The results revealed high levels of personal responsibility and emotional 
intelligence for all adolescents, indicating that the public and private high schools 
surveyed appear successful in supporting their students in these areas.  No significant 
differences were found between school sector on emotional intelligence or personal 
responsibility. While private school students demonstrated slightly higher mean 
scores than public school students on the ‘self control of behaviour’ subscale of the 
personal responsibility measure, this difference was negligible.  Thus it appears that 
the public and private schools utilised in the current study have students with similar 
levels of development in the areas of emotional intelligence and personal 
responsibility. As these students are soon to make their way in the world as adults, 
charged with important choices and responsibilities (such as driving and voting), it is 
reassuring to know that they have high levels of emotional intelligence and personal 
responsibility.  
Students in private schools were found to have significantly higher levels of 
self-esteem than students in public schools, with students in public schools 
demonstrating moderate levels. Community attitudes tend to identify private 
schooling as better than public schooling (Marks, McMillan, & Hillman, 2001), and 
statements of the supposed superiority of a private school education have come from 
those as powerful as the previous Australian Prime Minister (Haywood, 2004).  Thus 
it is plausible that the social prestige associated with attending a private school may 
enhance the self-esteem levels of private school students.  Additionally, the breadth of 
resources at, and continued investment in private schools, due to parental fees and 
government funding, may enhance the self-esteem of private school students. 
The results obtained in the current study must be replicated using larger 
samples of high school students from across the country to allow for a greater 
generalisability of results.  The current study was confined to one private and one 
public high school within Queensland.  Additionally, future research could examine 
the factors underlying the lower levels of self-esteem found in public school students 
to help determine the impact of community attitudes about and government funding of 
the two sectors.  Future research could also extend the current study by examining the 
impact that cultural and economic differences may have on the variables studied. 
Despite the widespread community belief that private schools confer 
sociocultural advantages to their students (Beavis, 2004), the current study failed to 
find evidence of this in relation to the personal and emotional development of 
students.  It appears that students in both sectors have similar levels of personal and 
emotional development, particularly in the areas of emotional intelligence and 
personal responsibility.  The benefits parents perceive their children receive from 
undergoing a private school education may be little more than their imaginings.
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Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations and Pearson’s Product-Moment Correlations between 
Self-Esteem, Emotional Intelligence and the Personal Responsibility Subscales 
 M SD 1 2 3 4 
1.Self-Esteem 28.42 5.16 1.00    
2. Emotional Intelligence 95.23 10.40 0.42** 1.00   
3. Self Control of Emotions & 
Thoughts 
50.58 6.18 0.47** 0.71** 1.00  
4. Self Control of Behaviour 34.00 5.52 0.36** 0.16** 0.43** 1.00
 
 
Table 2 
Summary Statistics for School Type and Self-Esteem, Emotional Intelligence and the 
Personal Responsibility Subscales 
Variable Private  95% CI Public  95% CI 
 M SD Lower Upper M SD Lower Upper 
Self-Esteem 30.36 5.78 29.48 31.24 26.92 3.95 26.13 27.71 
Emotional Intelligence 94.47 11.05 92.61 96.32 96.02 9.77 94.35 97.69 
Self Control of Emotions & Thoughts 51.07 6.60 49.96 52.18 50.23 5.51 49.23 51.23 
Self Control of Behaviour 35.03 5.87 34.05 36.01 33.17 5.11 32.28 34.05 
 
 
